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1
METHOD AND SYSTEM FOR CONVERTING
A DC VOLTAGE

BACKGROUND

The disclosures herein relate in general to electronic cir-
cuitry, and in particular to a method and system for converting
a direct current (“DC”) voltage.

A conventional voltage mode hysteretic DC/DC buck con-
verter may support a relatively wide range of variability (e.g.,
capacitance and inductance) in off-chip components, without
compromising output voltage ripple. However, while operat-
ing in discontinuous conduction mode (“DCM”) under light
load conditions (e.g., less than 1 mA), such converter’s qui-
escent current (“IQQ”) loss could unacceptably degrade effi-
ciency (e.g., in a voltage-hysteretic comparator of a DC/DC
control loop), especially if such IQQ loss is significant rela-
tive to such converter’s switching and conduction losses
under light load conditions. Moreover, such converter might
consume an unacceptably high amount of power.

By comparison, under light load conditions: (a) a constant
on time (“COT”) DC/DC converter may have acceptably
small 1QQ loss, but such converter supports a relatively nar-
row range of variability in off-chip components; and (b) a
current mode hysteretic DC/DC converter may have accept-
ably small 1QQ loss, but such converter might rely on an
unacceptably large inductor (e.g., 10 uH+) for accurate cur-
rent sensing.

SUMMARY

An output voltage is compared to a reference voltage,
comparison signals are generated, and control signals and
mode signals are generated in response thereto. The output
voltage is generated in response to the control signals. A
speed of the comparing is increased in response to the mode
signals indicating that the output voltage is being increased.
The speed is reduced in response to the mode signals indicat-
ing that the output voltage is being reduced. For increasing the
speed, a path is enabled to conduct current. While the path is
enabled, at least one switched voltage is connected to vary an
amount of the current conducted through the path. The
switched voltage is at least one of the reference voltage and
the output voltage. For reducing the speed, the path is dis-
abled against conducting current. While the path is disabled,
the switched voltage is disconnected from varying the
amount.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a schematic electrical circuit diagram of a system
of the illustrative embodiments.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of a first stage of a comparator of
FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is a timing diagram of the first stage of FIG. 2.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

FIG. 1 is a schematic electrical circuit diagram of a system,
indicated generally at 100, of the illustrative embodiments. In
one version of the illustrative embodiments, the system 100 is
formed as an integrated circuit. As shown in FIG. 1, a con-
troller has: (a) a first output, which is connected to a gate of a
p-channel field-effect transistor (“PFET”), namely P1; (b) a
second output, which is connected to a gate of an n-channel
field-effect transistor (“NFET”), namely N1; and (c) a third
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output for outputting mode signals, which are discussed here-
inbelow in connection with FIGS. 2 and 3.

A node 102 is connected to respective drains of P1 and N1.
A source of P1 is connected to a positive voltage source (e.g.,
~3 volts). A source of N1 is connected to a ground.

The node 102 is coupled through an inductor [.1 to a node
104. The node 104 is coupled through a capacitor C1 to the
ground. Also, the node 104 is coupled through a variable load
106 (e.g., current source) to the ground.

A comparator, indicated by dashed enclosure 108, has: (a)
a first input, which is connected to the node 104; and (b) a
second input, which receives a reference voltage VREF (e.g.,
~1.2 volts). The comparator 108: (a) compares an output
voltage of the node 104 (“VOUT”) to VREF; and (b) in
response thereto, generates and outputs comparison signals to
the controller.

In this example, the comparator 108 includes a first stage
for: (a) receiving and amplifying VOUT and VREF; (b) in
response thereto, outputting amplified voltages VO1 and
VO2; and (¢) from the controller, receiving the mode signals,
which are discussed hereinbelow in connection with FIGS. 2
and 3. Further, the comparator 108 includes a second stage
for: (a) receiving VO1 and VO2; and (b) in response thereto,
outputting (to the controller) the comparison signals, which
indicate whether VO1>VO2 or VO1<VO2.

The system 100 operates as a voltage mode hysteretic
DC/DC buck converter. In response to the comparison signals
from the comparator 108, the controller generates and outputs
control signals to the respective gates of P1 and N1 for suit-
ably turning P1 and N1 on and off, so that the system 100
circuitry generates VOUT=~VREF. For example, while the
controller turns P1 on and N1 off, .1 charges through P1 to
increase VOUT. By comparison, while the controller turns N1
on and P1 off, L1 discharges through N1. Accordingly, the
controller ensures that: (a) if P1 is turned on, then N1 is turned
off; and (b) conversely, if N1 is turned on, then P1 is turned
off. While the system 100 operates in an idle state, the con-
troller turns P1 off and N1 off, so that VOUT adjusts in
response to other factors (e.g., the load 106 current and C1
decay).

FIG. 2 is a block diagram of the first stage of the compara-
tor 108. As shown in FIG. 2, the first stage includes: (a) a first
pair of NFETs N2 and N3 (“fixed pair”), indicated by dashed
enclosure 202, whose respective channel widths are substan-
tially equal to one another; and (b) a second pair of NFETs N4
and N5 (“switched pair”), indicated by dashed enclosure 204,
whose respective channel widths are substantially equal to
one another.

Also, the first stage includes: (a) a switch S1; and (b) first,
second and third switches S2. The switches S2 open and close
together with one another. The first stage opens and closes the
switches S1 and S2 in response to the mode signals from the
controller. In one embodiment, the mode signals are identical
to the control signals.

FIG. 3 is atiming diagram of the first stage of FIG. 2. While
the switches S1 and S2 are closed, the first stage operates in a
high speed mode to compare VOUT to VREF more quickly.
Conversely, while the switches S1 and S2 are open, the first
stage operates in a low speed mode to compare VOUT to
VREEF less quickly, which consumes substantially less power
than the high speed mode.

Referring again to FIG. 2, VREF is connected to a gate of
N2. A drain of N2 is coupled to the positive voltage source
through a series of resistors R1 and R2. VOUT is connected to
a gate of N3. A drain of N3 is coupled to the positive voltage
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source through a series of resistors R3 and R4. Respective
sources of N2 and N3 are coupled through a current source
206 to the ground.

While the switch S1 is closed, VREF is connected to a gate
of N4. Conversely, while the switch S1 is open, VREF is
disconnected from the gate of N4. Also, the gate of N4 is
coupled through a capacitor C2 to the ground. A drain of N4
is connected to the drain of N2, and such drains’ voltage is
VO1.

Also, VOUT is connected to a gate of N5. A drain of N5 is
connected to the drain of N3, and such drains’ voltage is VO2.
Respective sources of N4 and N5 are coupled through a
current source 208 to a first switch 210 of the switches S2.

In operation, as VOUT increases, more current tlows
through R3 (and likewise through R4 in the low speed mode),
so that VO2 decreases toward the ground’s voltage. Con-
versely, as VOUT decreases, less current flows through R3
(and likewise through R4 in the low speed mode), so that VO2
increases away from the ground’s voltage. Similarly, if VREF
increases, more current flows through R1 (and likewise
through R2 in the low speed mode), so that VO1 decreases
toward the ground’s voltage. Conversely, if VREF decreases,
less current flows through R1 (and likewise through R2 in the
low speed mode), so that VO1 increases away from the
ground’s voltage.

While the first switch 210 is open (or “switched off”) in the
low speed mode, it disconnects the source 208 from the
ground. Conversely, while the first switch 210 is closed (or
“switched on”) in the high speed mode, it connects the source
208 to the ground. In that manner, the first switch 210: (a) in
the low speed mode, is opened to reduce the comparator 108
speed of comparing VOUT and VREF by disabling a path
(e.g., N4, N5, the source 208, and the first switch 210) against
conducting current; and (b) in the high speed mode, is closed
to increase the comparator 108 speed of comparing VOUT
and VREF by enabling such path to conduct current.

In the high speed mode, an amount of the current (con-
ducted through such path) varies in response to VREF (while
the switch S1 is closed) and in response to VOUT. According
to the timing diagram of FIG. 3: (a) shortly after such path is
enabled by closing the first switch 210, the switch S1 is closed
for connecting VREF to vary an amount of the current con-
ducted through the path; and (b) shortly before such path is
disabled by opening the first switch 210, the switch S1 is
opened for disconnecting VREF from varying such amount.
In that manner, a transitioning (from closed to open, or vice
versa) of the switch S1 is non-overlapping with a transition-
ing of the switches S2.

For example, while the switch S1 is open: (a) in response to
opening the switches S2, voltage at the gate of N4 (“Vg”)
rises in response to a voltage at the source ot N4 (“Vs”) rising;
and (b) similarly, in response to closing the switches S2, Vg
falls in response to Vs falling. In that manner, during the
transitioning of the switch S1, the first stage substantially
reduces kickback noise injection into VREF (e.g., when tran-
sitioning from the high speed mode to the low speed mode, or
vice versa), so that VO1’s accuracy is preserved. Also, such
reduction may be helpful if VREF is connected to (e.g.,
shared with) other circuitry.

While the switches S2 are closed, current through the
source 208 is a factor N (e.g., N=10) times greater than
current through the source 206. To handle such current
through the source 208 for operation in the high speed mode:
(a) N4’s channel width is N times wider than N2’s channel
width; and (b) N5’s channel width is N times wider than N3’s
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channel width. Moreover, R2’s resistance is N times greater
than R1’s resistance, and R4’s resistance is N times greater
than R3’s resistance.

Accordingly, while the switches S2 are closed: (a) R1 is
coupled to the positive voltage source through a second
switch 212 of the switches S2, so that R2 is effectively
bypassed; and (b) R3 is coupled to the positive voltage source
through a third switch 214 of the switches S2, so that R4 is
effectively bypassed. Such bypass helps to preserve accuracy
ot VO1, because: (a) the high speed mode’s aggregate current
through N2 and N4 (in parallel with one another) is N+1 times
greater than the low speed mode’s current through N2 (by
itself); and (b) such increased current flows through R1
(whose resistance is only 1/(N+1) times the R1+4R2 series
resistance), instead of flowing through R2 in series with R1.
Likewise, such bypass helps to preserve accuracy of VO2,
because: (a) the high speed mode’s aggregate current through
N3 and N5 (in parallel with one another) is N+1 times greater
than the low speed mode’s current through N3 (by itself); and
(b) such increased current flows through R3 (whose resis-
tance is only 1/(N+1) times the R3+R4 series resistance),
instead of flowing through R4 in series with R3.

The capacitor C2 helps to prevent a sudden large change:
(a) in Vg (of N4) while the switch S1 is open; and (b) also, in
voltage at the gate of N2 while the switch S1 is closed.
Similarly, the capacitor C1 (FIG. 1) helps to prevent a sudden
large change in voltage at the respective gates of N3 and N5.

Referring also to FIG. 1, C1’s speed of charging (and
likewise VOUT’s speed of increasing) is faster than C1’s
speed of discharging (and likewise VOUT’s speed of reduc-
ing). Accordingly, while the controller turns P1 onand N1 off,
the controller generates and outputs the mode signals (indi-
cating that L1 is charging through P1 to increase VOUT) for
causing the first stage to close the switches S1 and S2 in the
high speed mode. Conversely, while the controller turns N1
on and P1 off, the controller outputs the mode signals (indi-
cating that 1 is discharging through N1) for causing the first
stage to open the switches S1 and S2 in the low speed mode.
Likewise, while the controller turns P1 off and N1 off (so that
the system 100 operates in the idle state), the controller out-
puts the mode signals for causing the first stage to open the
switches S1 and S2 in the low speed mode. In that manner, the
comparator 108 operates with adjustable speed and power, in
response to whether [.1 is charging to increase VOUT (high
speed mode), discharging (low speed mode), or neither (idle
state).

In this example, a large fraction (~95% or more, especially
ifthe load 106 is relatively small) of the first stage’s operation
happens in the low speed mode. By comparison, a small
fraction (~5% or less, especially if the load 106 is relatively
small) of the first stage’s operation happens in the high speed
mode. The first stage’s transconductance (“gm”) increases
only during its relatively brief periods of operation in the high
speed mode.

Accordingly, the system 100 operates as a voltage mode
hysteretic DC/DC buck converter, while: (a) supporting a
relatively wide range of variability (e.g., capacitance and
inductance) in off-chip components, without compromising
output voltage ripple; (b) having acceptably small IQQ loss,
even while operating in DCM under light load conditions; and
(c) consuming an acceptably low amount of power.

In a first alternative embodiment: (a) while the switch S1 is
closed, VOUT is connected to the gate of N5, in addition to
VREF being connected to the gate of N4; and (b) conversely,
while the switch S1 is open, VOUT is disconnected from the
gate of N5, in addition to VREF being disconnected from the
gate of N4. In a second alternative embodiment: (a) while the
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switch S1 is closed, VOUT is connected to the gate of N5; (b)
conversely, while the switch S1 is open, VOUT is discon-
nected from the gate of N5; and (¢) VREF is always connected
to the gate of N4. In a third alternative embodiment: (a) while
a different switch (e.g., timed in relation to S1 and/or S2) is
closed, VOUT is connected to the gate of N5; and (b) con-
versely, while the different switch is open, VOUT is discon-
nected from the gate of N5.

Although illustrative embodiments have been shown and
described by way of example, a wide range of alternative
embodiments is possible within the scope of the foregoing
disclosure.

What is claimed is:

1. A method performed by a voltage converter, the method
comprising:

comparing an output voltage to a reference voltage and

generating comparison signals in response to the com-
paring;

generating control signals and mode signals in response to

the comparison signals; and

generating the output voltage in response to the control

signals;

wherein the comparing includes: increasing a speed of the

comparing in response to the mode signals indicating
that the output voltage is being increased; and reducing
the speed in response to the mode signals indicating that
the output voltage is being reduced;

wherein increasing the speed includes: enabling a path to

conduct current; and, while the path is enabled, connect-
ing at least one switched voltage to vary an amount of the
current conducted through the path, wherein the
switched voltage is at least one of the reference voltage
and the output voltage; and

wherein reducing the speed includes: disabling the path

against conducting current; and, while the path is dis-
abled, disconnecting the switched voltage from varying
the amount.
2. The method of claim 1, wherein generating the control
signals includes: generating the control signals for causing
the output voltage to approximately equal the reference volt-
age.
3. The method of claim 1, and comprising:
bypassing a resistor while the path is enabled.
4. The method of claim 1, wherein a transitioning of the
enabling and disabling is non-overlapping with a transition-
ing of the connecting and disconnecting.
5. The method of claim 4, wherein:
connecting the switched voltage includes: after enabling
the path, connecting the switched voltage to vary the
amount of the current conducted through the path; and

disconnecting the switched voltage includes: before dis-
abling the path, disconnecting the switched voltage from
varying the amount.

6. The method of claim 1, wherein generating the output
voltage includes: charging an inductor for increasing the out-
put voltage in response to the control signals; and discharging
the inductor in response to the control signals.

7. The method of claim 6, wherein a speed of increasing the
output voltage is faster than a speed of reducing the output
voltage.

8. The method of claim 1, wherein the mode signals are
identical to the control signals.

9. A system, comprising:

a comparator for comparing an output voltage to a refer-

ence voltage and outputting comparison signals in
response to the comparing;
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6

a controller coupled to the comparator for outputting con-
trol signals and mode signals in response to the compari-
son signals; and

circuitry coupled to the controller and to the comparator for
receiving the control signals and generating the output
voltage in response thereto;

wherein the comparator is for: increasing a speed of the
comparing in response to the mode signals indicating
that the circuitry is increasing the output voltage; and
reducing the speed in response to the mode signals indi-
cating that the circuitry is reducing the output voltage;

wherein the comparator includes a first switch for: increas-
ing the speed by enabling a path to conduct current; and
reducing the speed by disabling the path against con-
ducting current; and

wherein the comparator includes a second switch for:
while the path is enabled by the first switch, connecting
at least one switched voltage to vary an amount of the
current conducted through the path, wherein the
switched voltage is at least one of the reference voltage
and the output voltage; and, while the path is disabled by
the first switch, disconnecting the switched voltage from
varying the amount.

10. The system of claim 9, wherein the controller is for
outputting the control signals for causing the circuitry to
generate the output voltage approximately equal to the refer-
ence voltage.

11. The system of claim 9, wherein the switch is a first
switch, and wherein the comparator includes: a resistor; and
a second switch for bypassing the resistor while the path is
enabled by the first switch.

12. The system of claim 9, wherein a transitioning of the
first switch is non-overlapping with a transitioning of the
second switch.

13. The system of claim 12, wherein the second switch is
for: after the first switch enables the path, connecting the
switched voltage to vary the amount of the current conducted
through the path; and, before the first switch disables the path,
disconnecting the switched voltage from varying the amount.

14. The system of claim 9, wherein the circuitry is for:
charging an inductor for increasing the output voltage in
response to the control signals; and discharging the inductor
in response to the control signals.

15. The system of claim 14, wherein a speed of increasing
the output voltage is faster than a speed of reducing the output
voltage.

16. The system of claim 9, wherein the mode signals are
identical to the control signals.

17. A system, comprising:

a comparator for comparing an output voltage to a refer-
ence voltage and outputting comparison signals in
response to the comparing;

a controller coupled to the comparator for outputting con-
trol signals and mode signals in response to the compari-
son signals; and

circuitry coupled to the controller and to the comparator for
receiving the control signals and generating the output
voltage in response thereto;

wherein the controller is for outputting the control signals
for causing the circuitry to generate the output voltage
approximately equal to the reference voltage;

wherein the comparator is for: increasing a speed of the
comparing in response to the mode signals indicating
that the circuitry is increasing the output voltage; and
reducing the speed in response to the mode signals indi-
cating that the circuitry is reducing the output voltage;
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wherein the circuitry is for: charging an inductor for
increasing the output voltage in response to the control
signals; and discharging the inductor in response to the
control signals, wherein a speed of increasing the output
voltage is faster than a speed of reducing the output 5
voltage;

wherein the comparator includes a first switch for: increas-

ing the speed by enabling a path to conduct current; and
reducing the speed by disabling the path against con-
ducting current; and 10
wherein the comparator includes a second switch for:
while the path is enabled by the first switch, connecting
at least one switched voltage to vary an amount of the
current conducted through the path, wherein the
switched voltage is at least one of the reference voltage 15
and the output voltage; and, while the path is disabled by
the first switch, disconnecting the switched voltage from
varying the amount.

18. The system of claim 17, wherein the switch is a first
switch, and wherein the comparator includes: a resistor; and 20
a second switch for bypassing the resistor while the path is
enabled by the first switch.

19. The system of claim 17, wherein a transitioning of the
first switch is non-overlapping with a transitioning of the
second switch. 25

20. The system of claim 19, wherein the second switch is
for: after the first switch enables the path, connecting the
switched voltage to vary the amount of the current conducted
through the path; and, before the first switch disables the path,
disconnecting the switched voltage from varying the amount. 30

21. The system of claim 20, wherein the mode signals are
identical to the control signals.
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